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ABSTRACT 



The General Accounting Office examined the problem of 
attracting and retaining a high-quality information technology (IT) workforce 
in federal government agencies. The problem was traced to a longstanding lack 
of effective leadership and management and lack of a strategic approach to 
marshaling, managing, and maintaining the human capital needed for the 
government to discharge its responsibilities and delivery on its promises. An 
analysis of the current state and likely future of the IT field yielded the 
following findings: (1) rapid changes in IT require a skilled and 

well -managed workforce; (2) the demand for skilled IT workers remains 
substantial; (3) agencies are making limited progress in addressing IT human 
capital issues; and (4) agency reliance on contracted IT services requires 
improved oversight capabilities. The following actions for addressing IT 
human capital problems were recommended: (1) assess the knowledge and skills 

needed to effectively perform IT operations to support agency missions and 
goals; (2) inventory current IT staff members' knowledge and skills to 
identify gaps in needed capabilities; (3) develop strategies and implement 
plans for hiring, training, and professional development to fill identified 
gaps; and (4) evaluate program and use the evaluation results to continuously 
improve the organization's human capital strategies. (Contains 34 
references.) (MN) 
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 



I appreciate the opportunity to discuss with you this afternoon the federal 
government’s strategic management challenges in the area of human 
capital, particularly regarding the information technology workforce. Few 
management tasks facing federal agencies are more critical to their ability 
to serve the nation than attracting, retaining, and motivating people. As 
our society has transitioned from the industrial age to the knowledge age, 
organizations have come to recognize people as their most critical assets. 
Because people create knowledge and put it to practical use, the success 
or failure of federal agencies, like that of other organizations, depends on 
having the right number of people with the right mix of knowledge and 
skills. This is especially true in the information technology (IT) area, 
where widespread shortfalls in human capital have contributed to 
shortfalls in agency and program performance. 

In previous testimony, we have presented our recommended three-stage 
approach to human capital reform . 1 First, in the near term, agencies can 
improve their human capital management by taking advantage of the 
authorities already available to them under current laws and regulations. 
Second, the Administration and the Congress should consider legislation 
to allow agencies more flexibility and give them new tools to attract, 
retain, and motivate employees — both overall and in critical occupations 
such as those in IT. Third, all interested parties should work together to 
determine further, possibly more comprehensive human capital reforms. 

In my remarks today, I will 

• discuss why we view strategic human capital management as an area of 
high risk, particularly in light of expected long-term demand for a skilled 
IT workforce; 

• summarize the progress of agencies in addressing IT human capital needs; 

• describe the consistency between suggestions we have raised in prior 
testimonies and those provided in a recent report on federal IT human 



1 Human Capital: Taking Steps to Meet Current and Emerging Human Capital Challenges 
(GAO-0 1-965T, July 2001). 
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capital needs issued by the National Academy of Public Administration; 2 
and 


• 


highlight some important challenges that must be addressed in moving IT 
human capital reform from proposals to implementation. 


Background 


We at GAO use the term human capital because (unlike traditional terms 
such as personnel and human resource management ) it focuses on two 
principles that axe critical in a modem, results-oriented management 
environment: 


• 


First, people are assets whose value can be enhanced through investment. 
As the value of people increases, so does the performance capacity of the 
organization and therefore its value to clients and other stakeholders. As 
with any investment, the goal is to maximize value while managing risk. 


• 


Second, an organization’s human capital approaches must be aligned to 
support the mission, vision for the future, core values, goals and 
objectives, and strategies by which the organization has defined its 
direction and its expectations for itself and its people. An organization’s 
human capital policies and practices should be designed and implemented 
to achieve these goals, and assessed accordingly. 


Strategic Human Capital 
Management Is an Area of 
High Risk 


In January 2001, we added strategic human capital management to our list 
of federal programs and operations identified as high risk. 3 However, we 
stress that federal employees are not the problem; rather, the problem is a 
long-standing lack of effective leadership and management, along with the 
lack of a strategic approach to marshaling, managing, and maintaining the 
human capital needed for government to discharge its responsibilities and 
deliver on its promises. As the federal government struggles with the 
impact of more than a decade of government downsizing and curtailed 
investments in people, it is increasingly clear that today’s federal human 




2 The Transfomvng Power of Information Technology: Making the Federal Government an 
Employer of Choice for IT Employees (National Academy of Public Administration, Aug. 
2001). 

3 High-Risk Series: An Update (GAO-0 1-263, Jan. 2001). In addition, see Human Capital: 
Meeting the Govemmentwide High-Risk Challenge (GAO-01-357T, Feb. 2001). 
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